A growing body of evidence shows that female birds use male plumage coloration as an important criterion in mate choice. In the field, however, males with brighter coloration may both compete better for high-quality territories and be the object of female choice. Positive associations between territory quality, male-male competitive ability and female preferences can make it difficult to determine whether females actively choose the most ornamented males. Male eastern bluebirds, Sialia sialis, display brilliant ultraviolet (UV)-blue plumage coloration on their heads, backs, wings and tails and chestnut coloration on their breasts, which is positively correlated with condition, reproductive effort and reproductive success. We tested the hypothesis that female bluebirds prefer males that display brighter and more chromatic coloration by experimentally widowing males in the field and allowing replacement females to choose partners. We controlled for the influence of territory quality on female choice by widowing dyads of males with adjacent territories. We found no evidence that UV-blue or chestnut plumage coloration, body size or body condition predicted the male with which a female would pair. We found no support for the hypothesis that the coloration of male eastern bluebirds functions as a criterion in female mate choice.
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It is generally thought that the bright plumage coloration displayed by males of many bird species evolved in response to selection from female choice for elaborate displays (Hill 2006) . Indicator models of sexual selection propose that the expression of sexually selected traits, such as plumage coloration, reliably signal individual condition (Andersson 1994; Hill 2002) . These traits can act as honest signals of an individual's phenotypic or genetic quality if only exceptionally fit individuals in a population achieve maximum expression of such traits (Zahavi 1975; Hamilton & Zuk 1982; Kodric-Brown & Brown 1984) . Indicator models predict that individuals that display more exaggerated traits compete better for mates and thus experience higher reproductive success. There is now substantial experimental and correlational evidence that, in some species of birds, females discriminate between potential mates by assessing colourful plumages (reviewed in Hill 2006) .
Studies of female mate choice in birds range from weak correlative field studies and uncontrolled aviary observations to carefully controlled experimental tests in both the field and the laboratory. Laboratory experiments can be useful because they allow researchers to manipulate coloration and disassociate colour traits from other correlated traits. Eliminating the confounding influence of male-male competition, for example, can be very helpful (Wagner 1998). However, eliminating male-male competitive interactions usually necessitates that males are housed individually and thus reduces physical access to females. When females do not have physical access to potential mates and cannot copulate with males, researchers generally use association time as a proxy for mate choice. Association time, however, may not always be an accurate and consistent measure of mate preference (Hill 2006) . Females also may not make mate-choice decisions in the relatively unnatural environment of the laboratory. Finally, in laboratorybased mate-choice trials, it becomes difficult for researchers to investigate the fitness consequences of mating decisions (Hill 2006) . For example, for most species in the laboratory, it is not possible to examine how the chosen male contributes to the female's breeding success. Contributions to reproductive success 
